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WILDERNESS CAN BE A TONIC FOR TROUBLED YOUTH,
NEW BOOK ON WILDERNESS THERAPY SHOWS
DAYTON, Ohio-- In 1854 on the banks of Walden Pond, Henry David Thoreau
wrote, "We need the tonic of wildness."
Jennifer Davis-Berman, an associate professor of social work at the University of
Dayton, considers Thoreau's work a forerunner of wilderness therapy, the subject of a new
book she's co-written with Dayton psychologist Dene Berman, her husband. Their studies
indicated that nature's "tonic" can help increase self-esteem in troubled youth.

Wilderness Therapy : Theory , Foundations and Research was published by
Kendall/Hunt in February.
Davis-Berman and Berman have run a wilderness therapy program since 19R2, taking
one or two groups of adolescents each summer on backpacking tiips in North Carolina,
Pennsylvania or Kentucky. Davis-Berman notes that adolescents often resist counseling in an
office setting. But out in the woods, the consequences of resisting are immediate.
"If you choose not to cooperate out there, that's fine; you 're not going to eat that night
if you choose not to cook. It's a whole different ball game. You can't have a full blown
temper tantrum and just run away, (or) you're going to be lost, you're going to be very
fright~d,"

she says.

Yet their program steers clear of survivalist-type activities.
"Our program goes only as fast or slow as a kid can go. And the whole purpose
behind it is that everybody succeeds."
According to follow-up studies they've published, the program's results include
decreases in symptoms of depression and increases in self-esteem, says Davis-Bemian . She
adds that kids write to them about how n.:membering the trip helps them face tough situations.
"Or they'll write back and say it was a real high point, a real turning point for th~.·m . ··
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Since wilderness therapy is a growing field, with hundreds of programs of various
sizes, purposes and target groups operating throughout the country, many issues in the field
are still being debated, including who should run the programs with a mental health focus.
Davis-Berman says that she and Berman develop individualized treatment plans with
participants and their parents and note the daily progress of each adolescent during the trip.
"There is mandatory group therapy every single day in the middle of the woods," she
adds. "We would say the environment helps facilitate growth and change. It's not solely
responsible."
Davis-Berman says she hopes to expand their program to work more with women,
based on the success they've had with young women so far.
"The girls show up, and a lot of times they don't want to go, their parents are making
them go. We go through their gear, and you've got to take out the blow dryers and all this
stuff. They're just bawling, they don't want to go, they can't handle it. And they do great
and come back feeling like a million bucks."
Besides explaining current programs and the theories behind them, Wilderness Therapy
explores the history of such programs, including one noted in an early American Journal uf

Insanity.

Davis-Berm~n

explains that hospitals, needing room for their tuberculosis patients,

started putting them outside in tents and noticed improvements in their overall health.
"Then they started to put some psych patients out there, let them sleep out there in the
fresh air on the lawn, and they saw real dramatic improvements in their mental health-- which
makes perfect sense to me, because as a person who loves the outdoors, I believe in that. "
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